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“Every Marine nust be physically fit, regardl ess of age,
grade, or duty assignment. Fitness is essential to the day-
to-day effectiveness and conbat readi ness of the Marine
Corps.”
“Marine Corps Physical Fitness Test and Body
Conmposi tion Program Manual ,” 2002, p. 1-1

“Pull -ups are a great exercise and should be a staple for
anyone who wants to inprove strength.”

- Dr. George C. Colfer, “Fit to Fight,” 2004, p. 2
Ph.D. in Kinesiology and Health

“Femal es are perfectly capable of perform ng strenuous
activity, and there is basically no difference between the
genders regarding strength, skill and endurance in
proportion to total body weight, |ean body weight, and the
same exposure to learning and practice.”

- Dr. George C. Colfer, “Fit to Fight,” 2004, p. 2
Ph.D. in Kinesiology and Health



The Marine Corps is a fighting organi zati on whose
pur pose i s conbat readi ness, and an essential aspect of conbat
readi ness i s physical conditioning. According to the Marine
Corps’ manual for physical fitness, physical conditioning
shoul d i nclude strength training, which is defined as “the
ability of the muscular systemto nove the body through
resistance... and the ability of Marines to effectively handle

their own body weight.”?!

However, despite the requirenent for
strength training for all Marines, upper body devel opnent for
female Marines is largely ignored. The Marine Corps’ Physi cal
Fitness Test (PFT) requires female Marines to performa flexed
arm hang, which does not denonstrate the ability to nove the
body through resi stance. Wnen Marines should be required to
performpull-ups on the PFT in order to nore accurately

eval uate upper body strength, properly condition themfor the

possibility of conmbat, and to elimnate differing requirenents

that can negatively inpact unit cohesion.

Changing Roles Require New Standards

As wonen’s roles have evolved in the Marine Corps, so

have physical fitness standards and training requirenents.

1'U.S. Marine Corps, Marine Corps Physical Fitness Test and Body
Composition Program Manual (MCPFTBCP), (Washington D.C.: Headquarters
Mari ne Corps, 2002), 1-3.



When wonen first began serving in 1918, “wonman-power” was
used to neet the Corps’ unprecedented demands for personnel
during the war, and the official recruiting slogan becane

“Free a Marine to Fight”.?

Wonen nostly performed clerical
duties during both world wars, thus freeing nmen in those

billets for conbat duty. Because wonman’'s early role in the
Marine Corps was limted to the areas of adm nistration and

supply, recruit training for wonen in 1949 resenbl ed nore

of a charm school than boot canp.

Since the m ssion of boot canp was to “produce a basic
woman Marine who [was] able to function effectively in
garrison”,® there was no need for rigorous physical training
or qualification with a rifle. Thus, there was tinme during
recruit training for courses |ike “Imge Devel opnment” that

t aught woren about t he proper application and

reapplication of cosnetics throughout the day.”*
Additionally, the final training event of boot canp was not
physi cal or strategic, but social. Selected individuals

fromthe depot were invited to participate in a social

event where recruits were judged on poise, courtesy and

2 U.S. Marine Corps, Women Marines in the 1980°s (Washi ngton D.C. :
Division of Public Affairs, Headquarters, U S. Marine Corps, 1986),

9.

3 Mary A Stem ow, A History of the Women Marines 1946-1977. (\Washi ngton
D.C.: History and Museuns Division, Headquarters, U S. Marine Corps,
1986), 57 and 1009.

4 Stenl ow, 112.



appearance.®> “W had to entertain themw th coffee and nake
chit chat and show that we could hold our bearing,” recalls
Mast er GQunnery Sergeant Carol e Hawki ns, who attended boot
canp in 1973 and was issued an el aborate make-up kit prior

to graduation.?®

From 1949 through the 1970s, recruit training for
wonen remai n | argely unchanged since wonen’s roles in the
Marine Corps continued to be limted. The trend of placing
female Marines in admnistrative and clerical jobs
persisted and of the twenty-two Mlitary Cccupati ona
Specialties (MOS) available to wonen, none were consi dered
to i nmpose occupational or conbat hazards, and | ess than
0.5% of wonen served in conbat zones.’ Further, wonmen were
not routinely assigned to the Fleet Mari ne Force, nor were
they all owed to deploy or serve aboard ships. Thus, there
was little incentive for the devel opnent of nore rigorous
or conbat specific training requirenents. Yet, as wonen
saw nore opportunities open to themin the 1980s due to

rapi dl y changi ng societal roles and manpower shortages,

> Stem ow, 112.

® Donna St. George, For Female Recruits, the Struggle Begins Long Before
the Battlefield, 28 April 2002.

<http://ww. grose. us/ bootdir/2sept.htm > (4 February 2005).

"R J. OHolleran, General Military Subjects Training for Women Marines,
(Quantico, VA: Marine Corps Command and Staff College, 1970), 2.
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t hey began to experience greater participation in the

Corps’ primary mission of war fighting. 8

Women in Combat

The unprecedented new career opportunities for wonen
in the Marine Corps in the 1980s neant that wonen were
increasingly placed in billets where they could face
hostil e action. Suddenly, wonen were allowed to depl oy,
serve on ships, and were assigned to conbat zones,
soneti mes operating near front lines. Further, al
occupational specialties were open to wonen except the four
that were considered to be directly related to conbat:
artillery, arnmor, infantry, and flight crew. However,
unl i ke before, wonen were actually assigned to each and
every MOS available to them and many of the new

speci alties involved significant occupational hazards.?®

This radical integration of women nore fully into the
Mari ne Corps was never nore evident than in January 1991
when nore than 33,000 servi cewonen depl oyed to Sout hwest
Asia during Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm

Desert Storm proved that servicewonen could not be kept

8 U.S. Marine Corps, Women Marines in the 1980°s, (Washington D.C.:
Division of Public Affairs, Headquarters, U S. Mrine Corps, 1986), 8.
® U.S. Marine Corps, Wnen Marines in the 1980’s, 15-16.

6



safe sinply by classifying sonme jobs as non-conbat
positions and assigning wonmen to those jobs. Thirteen
servi cewonen were killed and two were prisoners-of-war. *°
As Arny Sergeant Barbara Bates put it, “Wien the shells
start comng dowmmwind, | will be counting on ny flak jacket

"1l \Wonen’'s new rol e as

for protection, not ny [job title].
“war fighters” nmeant that old training requirenments were no
| onger appropriate or sufficient to set wonen up for

success in their careers in the Corps.

From 1918 to the [ate 1960s, wonen Marines were not
subject to a physical fitness evaluation. Fitness was
expected to be maintai ned through voluntary activities, and
wonen were not given time during the work day to conduct
physical training. Eventually, in 1969 a PFT was
established to include a shuttle run, bent knee push-ups,
bent knee sit-ups, a junp and reach, and a 600 yard
run/wal k.2 Yet with female Marines beconing nore invol ved
in the Marine Corps’ primary m ssion of war fighting, the
physi cal standards began to change in order to nore

properly condition wonmen for the possibility of conbat.

10 Women in Military Service for America Memorial Foundation, 28 Apri
2002, <htt p: / / www. worrensnenori al . or g/ hi st oryandcol | ecti ons/ hi story/irnnr
€1990s. html > (4 February 2005).

"Wonen in Mlitary Service for Anerica Menorial Foundation

12 Ann Jewett, Physical Fitness Tests Standards for Women Marines, (Canp

Lej eune, NC. Naval Medical Field Research Laboratory, 1968), 1-5.
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The Flexed-arm Hang VS The Pull-up

There have been many nodifications to the PFT for
wonen since 1969 in accordance with wonmen’s changing rol es
in the Marine Corps. Today the PFT has evolved to include a
three-nile run, abdom nal crunches, and a flexed arm hang.*®
Yet, even though the PFT has evolved to nore appropriately
eval uate and devel op physical conditioning in femal e
Marines with regards to abdom nal strength and
cardi ovascul ar endurance, the nethod for eval uati ng upper
body strength remains inappropriate and inaccurate. In
executing the flexed-arm hang on the PFT, wonen are
required to keep a slight bend in the armat the el bow
whil e hanging on a bar for a mninumof fifteen seconds to
pass. The chin does not have to be above the bar, and
other Marines are allowed to assist fermale Marines in
assum ng the flexed-arm position, elimnating the need for
woen Marines to lift their own body weight on the bar.

By sinply hanging on the bar while executing the
fl exed- arm hang, wonen do not |earn to the nove their
bodi es through resistance. A nore appropriate nmethod for
conditioning Marines to handle their body weight is the
training required to performa pull-up. According to John

Al |l stadt, physical trainer and athlete, “Pull-ups have | ong

13 MCPFTBCP, 3- 4.
4 MCPFTBCP, 3-4.



been a staple exercise in the training of a wide variety of
strength athletes... done properly, chin-[ups] and pull-ups
build trenendous strength... and power in virtually every
muscl e of the upper body. The lats, shoul ders, biceps,
forearns, and grip are all thoroughly taxed with a good set
of pull-ups.”?®®

Al t hough the goal of the Marine Corps’ Physi cal
Conditioning Programis not nerely to train for the PFT, by
not formally evaluati ng wonmen Marines in the performnce of
pul | -ups, sone |leaders are led to believe that fenal e
Mari nes cannot reasonably be expected to lift their own
body weight. Ohers sinply feel unconfortable hol ding
females to a standard that is not enforced on the PFT. As
a result, neaningful upper body training for femal e Marines
is largely ignored during regular physical training

sessi ons.

Faulty Assumptions
The fact that pull-ups have not yet been added to the
PFT for wonmen is in part explained by the fact that in
society, as in the Marine Corps, the perception of what

wonen can perform physically has “been the center of faulty

15 John All stadt, The Application and Creation of Pullup Power,
<ht t p: / / www. power at hl et esmag. coni ar chi ves/ seven/ pul | ups. ht n> (4 February
2005).




assunptions and sexi smwhere fenmales... are concerned.
Soci al issues, and m sunder standi ng about femal e physi cal
and nmedical limtations (or the presunption of limtations)
[ has] conspired to slow the devel opnent of fenale

performance for nmany years.” 16

For exanpl e, the marathon
for wonen was only added to the A ynpic schedule in 1984.
It was previously thought that wonen could not w thstand
the rigors of running for 26.2 mles. And yet, the world
record for femal e marathon runners is 2:21, conpared to
2:06:50 for nen.?’

Further conplicating matters is the fact that the
perception that it is too hard or inpossible for wonen to
l[ift their own body weight nost likely began at an early
age. Many adol escent girls began perform ng the flexed-arm
hang in grade school during physical education classes,

whi | e boys | earned how to do pul | -ups.

According to
Stewart Smith, fornmer Navy Seal and professional physical

fitness trainer, “One of the worst things we ever devel oped

16 st ephen Seil er, Gender Differences in Endurance Performance and
Training, <http://hone. hi a. no/ ~st ephens/ gender. ht n> (27 Novenber 2004).
7 seiler.

8 M ke Fol ey, Helping Kids Take Steps Toward Fitness, 3 May 2004,
<http://greenvilleonline.com news/ 2004/ 05/ 03/2004050330484. ht > (4
February 2005).
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in physical fitness classes [was] the “girl pull-up’ or
fl exed-arm hang. At and early age, we have been telling
young girls that they cannot do regular pull-ups because
they will never be as strong as boys.” 1°

Li ke society, many Marines are m sinforned when it
comes to wonen’ s physical capabilities and |imtations.
When surveyed, many Marines answered that it is sinply not
reasonabl e to expect the average woman to perform pul | -ups
due to a | ack of upper body strength. One fenale sergeant
asserted that, “Wnen should not be required to perform
pul | -ups because... when you | ook at the majority of
femal es, nost do not have the upper body strength of a man

unl ess they're @ Jane... A mal e maj or stated that
requiring females to performpull-ups would put themat a
di sadvant age si nce “physi ol ogical differences make [pull -
ups] a nore difficult standard.” A fenale Captain agreed
that the expectation would be unfair, claimng that

al t hough she has known wonen were capabl e of doing pull-ups
with training, “wonen’s builds are not normally. ..
conduci ve to upper body strength, therefore making [pull-
ups] nore difficult to achieve...”

Interestingly enough, it is an entirely accurate

assunption that some wonen can’t perform pull-ups due to a

19 Stewart Smith, Tips to Improve your Pull-ups (or do them!),
<http://ww. stewsnith. conl|linkpages/pullups. ht n» (28 Novenber 2004).
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| ack of upper body strength. Yet, contrary to what many
bel i eve, the absence of the required upper body strength is
due to a lack of effective training and conditioning vice a

| ack of ability.

Defeating the Pull-Up Myth.

When it cones to strength training, “The strongest
worman Wil | never be as strong as the strongest man.”?° Yet,
the intent of training wonmen Marines to performpull-ups is
not to nake themas strong as nmen, nor is it to conpete
with male Marines. The desired purpose of replacing the
fl exed-arm hang with pull-ups is to nake femal e Mari nes
stronger and nore capable in conbat relative to their own
size. In the words of Dr. George Col fer, who has a Ph.D.

i n ki nesiology and health,

“The inportance of relative strength, in regards to
health-related fitness, lies not in how nuch you can
“lift,” but rather in how efficiently you can nove the

body wei ght you are carrying.”?

Thus, while it is true that individuals with the

| argest mnuscl e cross sections generate the greatest

20 Sni t h.

2! George R Colfer, Fit to fight, Fit for Life, 17 January 2004.
<http://ww.tradoc. armny. ml|/pao/ Wb speci al s?H and PWB/ 013004. ht n> (4
February 2005).
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absolute force, when it conmes to relative strength,
“conparison of nmen and wonen for strength using a ratio
score with | ean body nmass as the divisor considerably
reduces, if not elimnates, the |arge absol ute val ue

strength difference between genders.”?

For exanple, a nale who weighs 95 kg can bench 114 kg,
whil e a woman who wei ghs 60 kg can bench press 70 kg, or
only 62% of what the man can Iift. |In absolute ternms, the
male is clearly stronger, but the strength divided by the
body mass for each yields values of 1.2 and 1.17
respectively. Thus, the ratio score reduced the percentage
of difference in bench press strength to only 2.5%

Such findings strongly support the argunment that few
di fferences exist, if any, in the nuscle quality of nen and
wonen. The observed gender differences in absolute nuscle
strength nmerely reflect differences in nuscle quantity
(cross sectional area).?® Thus, since strength can be
devel oped in fermales just as it can in males, and since the
Marine Corps requires strength training for all Marines,
there is no reason to advocate different training

requi renents for male and fermal e Mari nes.

22 Bernadette Marriott and Judith G umstrup-Scott, eds, Body Composition
and Physical Performance, (Washington D.C.: National Acadeny Press,
1992), 505.

2 Marriott, 505.
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Different Requirements Lead to Resentment

Since the Marine Corps began as an exclusively nale
organi zation, it is no surprise that there has been
consi derabl e controversy over wonen’s integration and
changing role in the Mari ne Corps. Conpoundi ng the
controversy over wonen’'s expanding role in the Marines
Corps are the differing physical fitness requirenents for
mal e and femal e Marines. Sone Marines believe the
standards shoul d be identical, to include the maxi mrum and
mnimmtimes to conplete all events, while others naintain
that the standards should not be changed at all.

Al t hough Marines surveyed could not agree on what the
appropri ate physical requirenments should consist of for
femal e Marines, all Marines surveyed unani nously agreed
that differing physical standards |ead to resentnent.
Wil e sone Marines surveyed were thensel ves resentful of
the differing standards, Marines that were not thensel ves
dissatisfied with the current physical standards had
observed resentnent and dissention of others in their unit.

One mal e | ance corporal stated that, “It’s not right
that a femal e can be weaker and not do any pull-ups and
still get pronoted faster than ne just because she has a
weaker [PFT] standard.” A nmale captain stated that, “Male

Marines see differing standards as wonen [being] allowed to

14



be in [poorer] physical condition... and [sone] fenale
Marines resent the fact that they are | ooked at as
different and in some way [inferior] to their male
counterparts.”

Al t hough the fact that different standards cause
resentment is not initself a reason to transition to a
pul | -up requirenent for wonen Marines, the fact remains
that simlar requirenents would foster nutual respect and
bring Marines closer together. A male captain who was
surveyed agrees, contending that, “A Marine is a Marine.
Havi ng the sanme requirenents and goi ng through the sane
training builds unit cohesion. Marines want to be
chall enged. W are all Marines, and there is one Marine
Corps, there should be one standard.” The Marine Corps’
manual for physical fitness also stresses the inportance of
unit cohesion, stating that physical conditioning should be

used to provi de a medi um for devel opi ng the individual
Marine's self-confidence and desire to excel, thereby
enhancing the unit’s overall discipline, norale, and esprit

de corps.”?

Retention, Promotion, and Recruiting

Lastly, although some Marines acknow edge that there

is a practical need for wonen to be able to perform pull -

15



ups, they maintain that the change shoul d never be
i npl enent ed due to possible negative inpacts on retention,
pronotion, and recruiting. Yet, the attitude that wonen
currently in the Marine Corps would be forced out or fail
to get pronoted pre-supposes that wonen will fail to
conformto the new standard. This negative attitude and
m sconception about wonen’s physical abilities and
wi | lingness to devel op upper body strength is precisely why
many Marines think pull-ups are inpossible for females in
the first place. The challenge would be for the | eaders to
notivate, inform train, and hold their Marines to the
st andar ds.

Further, the possibility of a shift to pull-ups having
a negative inpact on retention, pronotion, and recruiting
isinitself not a valid reason to expect |less of female
Marines. Fenale Marines are capabl e of devel oping their
upper bodies, and the requirenent for themto do so is
rel evant. Rather than ignore the requirenment for wonen to
strengthen their upper bodi es because of the possibility of
an uni ntended negative inpact, nore careful research and
greater attention to detail should be invested to ensure
successful inplenmentation.

To ensure successful inplenentation of the new

standard, and to mitigate the possibility of unintended

2 MCPFTBCP, 1- 2.
16



negative effects, the transition to pull-ups should be a
wel | thought-out and deliberate process conducted over
time. Marines should be notified of the change well in
advance, giving them an appropriate anount of tinme to
prepare for the new requirenent. Further, the quantity of
pull -ups required for femal e Marines to pass or maxim ze
the PFT does not necessarily have to mrror the quantity
currently required for male Marines. Wth further
research, and while in the initial stages of

i npl enentation, it mght nmake nore sense to require female
Marines to performfewer pull-ups than their male

counterparts for a conparable score.

The Exceptional Female

Al t hough the conbat exclusion clause remains firmy
intact, with on-going operations in support of Operation
| ragi Freedom and given the uncertainty and fog of war,
wonen Marines need to be physically ready for the
possibility of hostile action. By not properly enphasizing
or devel opi ng upper body strength in wonen Marines, the
Marine Corps is doing thema disservice by not giving them
every chance for survival. Additionally, “Marines who are

not physically fit can be a detrinent to the readi ness and

17



"25 |f wonen Marines were

conbat efficiency of their unit.
held to a higher standard, they would be better able defend
t hensel ves, protect their Marines, and assist a fell ow
Marine who m ght be wounded in conbat. And despite
prevailing thought that pull-ups are too chall enging,

i npractical, or dangerous to inplenent, increasing nunbers
of female Marines prove every day they are capabl e of upper
body strength by nounting the bar and cranking out pull-
ups. Yet, some non-believers cling to their confortable
notions, naintaining that it is only the “exceptional”
femal e Marine who can performsuch a feat. Yet, such a
female is exceptional only in attitude, not physical
ability. She is exceptional because she chall enged herself
to overcone the belief that pull-ups were inpossible and
put forth the required effort to learn a new skill in the
absence of a formal requirenent. The “exceptional” fenale

is proof that wonen Marines can, and will performto the

standards that are set for them

® MCPFTBCP, 1-2
18
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